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State and local governments spend 
billions of dollars annually on the 
construction, renovation, and 
maintenance of public school 
facilities, yet concerns persist 
about the condition of some school 
facilities, particularly in school 
districts serving students residing 
on Indian lands. The Department of 
Education’s (Education) Impact 
Aid Program provides funding to 
school districts that are adversely 
impacted by a lack of local revenue 
because of the presence of federal 
land, which is exempt from local 
property taxes. Impact Aid can be 
used for school expenses, such as 
facilities and teacher salaries. 

In response to concern about 
school facility conditions and 
concern that these conditions can 
affect student outcomes, GAO was 
asked to describe (1) the physical 
condition of schools in districts 
receiving Impact Aid because of 
students residing on Indian lands 
and (2) what is known about how 
school facilities affect student 
outcomes. GAO interviewed 
federal, state, and local officials; 
analyzed available independent 
school facility assessment data for 
three states; visited eight school 
districts that receive Impact Aid; 
and analyzed studies examining the 
relationship between school 
facilities and student outcomes. 

GAO is not making 
recommendations in this report. 
Education provided technical 
clarifications, which GAO 
incorporated as appropriate. 
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Limited nationwide data are available about the physical condition of public 
school facilities in school districts that receive Impact Aid funding for 
students living on Indian lands, although data from three states indicate the 
conditions range from good to poor. Montana’s assessment data showed that 
the majority (39 of 60) of Indian Impact Aid school districts had facilities in 
good condition. New Mexico’s data showed that all 19 Indian Impact Aid 
school districts had facilities in either good or fair condition. Washington’s 
data — based on assessments from 9 of 29 Indian Impact Aid school districts — 
indicated about half (4 of 9) of the Indian Impact Aid school districts had 
facilities in fair condition and about half (5 of 9) had facilities in poor 
condition. Facility assessments are not comparable across states. School 
district officials from 8 districts told GAO their facility conditions are affected 
by factors such as fiscal capacity, the age of buildings, and remote locations. 

The research studies GAO reviewed on the relationship between the condition 
of school facilities and student outcomes often indicated that better facilities 
were associated with better student outcomes, but there is not necessarily a 
direct causal relationship and the associations were often weak compared 
with those of other factors, such as the prevalence of poverty or other student 
characteristics. A majority of the studies GAO reviewed indicated that better 
school facilities were associated with better student outcomes — such as 
higher scores on achievement tests or higher student attendance rates. Most 
of the studies measured the extent to which better school facilities were 
associated with better outcomes, after taking into account the impact of other 
factors. None of the studies examined was able to conclusively determine how 
much school facility conditions contribute to student outcomes relative to 
other factors, such as student demographics, and none proved a causal 
relationship between school facilities and student outcomes. 
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^^Accountability * Integrity * Reliability 

United States Government Accountability Office 
Washington, DC 20548 



October 29, 2009 

The Honorable Byron L. Dorgan 
Chairman 

Committee on Indian Affairs 
United States Senate 

Dear Mr. Chairman: 

State and local governments spend billions of dollars annually on the 
construction, renovation, and maintenance of public school facilities. 
However, concerns persist about the conditions of some school facilities, 
particularly those located near Indian lands. This is because Indian 
students often attend schools in rural areas with higher levels of poverty, 
and compared with other students often have poorer educational 
outcomes, such as lower scores on standardized tests and lower 
graduation rates. (In this report, we refer to American Indians and Alaska 
Natives as Indians.) Some education experts believe the condition of 
public school facilities can affect student outcomes, and numerous studies 
have attempted to document possible associations. To maintain and build 
public school facilities, school districts generally rely on their local tax 
base. Some school districts have limited access to this source of revenue 
because a portion of the nearby land is owned by the federal government, 
which is exempt from local property taxes. Although funding for school 
operations and construction is primarily considered a state and local issue, 
the Congress established the Impact Aid Program in 1950 to provide 
funding to school districts that are adversely impacted by a lack of local 
revenue because of the presence of federal land. Under the Impact Aid 
basic support program, the Department of Education (Education) awards 
funding to school districts generally on the basis of the number of 
federally connected students they serve, such as those students residing 
on Indian lands or military bases or who have parents in the military or 
who work on federal lands. 1 In 2008, Congress provided $1.1 billion for 
basic educational expenses under the Impact Aid program. Education 
distributed these funds to about 1,200 school districts, with about half of 



For the purpose of distributing Impact Aid funds, Indian lands are defined to include 
federal property held in trust by the United States for individual Indians or Indian tribes; 
other designated lands held by individual Indians or Indian tribes; and public land owned 
by the United States that is designated for the sole use and benefit of individual Indians or 
Indian tribes. For a complete definition, see 20 U.S.C. § 7713(7). 
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the funds going to Impact Aid school districts that have students residing 
on Indian lands. 

In response to your request that we describe the condition of facilities in 
school districts that receive Impact Aid for students residing on Indian 
lands, this report addresses the following questions: 

1. What information is available on the physical condition of facilities in 
school districts that receive federal Impact Aid due to students 
residing on Indian lands? 

2. What is known about how school facilities affect student outcomes? 

To determine what information is available about the physical condition of 
school facilities in Indian Impact Aid school districts, we contacted 
officials from state and federal agencies and reviewed relevant federal 
laws and regulations. 2, 3 We also analyzed national state-level data on 
student populations residing on Indian lands and contacted the 11 states 
with a large number of Indian Impact Aid school districts (at least 15 
districts). We obtained data from 4 states that indicated they had 
independent assessment data about the condition of or deficiencies in 
some or all of their public schools. We only accepted assessment data that 
were prepared by an independent party with no apparent vested interest in 
the results of the assessment. We analyzed the states’ data to describe the 
condition of school facilities for all of the Indian Impact Aid and other 
school districts in Montana and New Mexico and the 118 of 295 districts in 
Washington for which data were available (9 of 29 Indian Impact Aid and 
109 of 266 other school districts). We determined that the data were 
sufficiently reliable for the analyses used for this report. Although the 4th 
state, Arizona, also had independent assessment data, it identified 
deficiencies rather than the overall condition of school facilities, so we did 
not use the data, but we did include Arizona in site visits. The 3 states from 
which we had usable assessment data represented approximately 



2 We use the term “Indian Impact Aid” to refer to those school districts that qualify to 
receive Impact Aid basic support funding because they meet the minimum eligibility 
criteria, namely they have at least 400 students in average daily attendance who are 
federally connected, in this case who reside on Indian lands, or such students comprise at 
least 3 percent of the total number of students in the district. 

3 Although the Bureau of Indian Education also funds, and in some instances operates, 
schools for Indian students, we focus on public schools that receive Impact Aid funds for 
students residing on Indian lands. 
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27 percent of all students residing on Indian lands. In addition, we visited 
2 school districts in each of the 4 states to obtain school district officials’ 
perspectives on factors that affect facility maintenance and to observe 
their facilities. To determine what is known about how the condition of 
school facilities affects student outcomes, we conducted a literature 
search for studies that quantitatively analyzed relationships between 
school facility variables and a variety of student outcomes, such as student 
achievement test scores and student attendance rates. We selected a set of 
24 studies — those in peer-reviewed journals and others that our 
methodologists regarded as sufficiently rigorous — and systematically 
reviewed these studies. (See app. I for a description of our selection 
criteria.) We also discussed the effects of the condition of school facilities 
on students and teachers during our 8 school district site visits and in 
interviews with representatives of Indian Impact Aid associations and 
state Indian Education officials. 

We conducted our work from September 2008 to October 2009 in 
accordance with all sections of GAO’s Quality Assurance Framework that 
are relevant to our objectives. The framework requires that we plan and 
perform the engagement to obtain sufficient and appropriate evidence to 
meet our stated objectives and to discuss any limitations in our work. We 
believe that the information and data obtained, and the analysis 
conducted, provide a reasonable basis for any findings in this product. See 
appendix I for further information on our scope and methodology, 
appendix II for a list of states with Indian Impact Aid school districts, and 
appendix III for a summary of studies on school facilities and student 
outcomes. 



Background 



Role of the Federal 
Government in Public 
Elementary and Secondary 
Education 



Public elementary and secondary education is primarily a state and local 
government responsibility, although the federal government provides 
supplementary funds to public schools for a variety of purposes, including 
grants for disadvantaged students, special education students, and teacher 
improvement. The federal government provided about 8 percent of 
funding for public education in school year 2005-2006. The allocation of 
federal funds reflects a concern with student outcomes as evidenced by 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, as amended, which 
has the goal of ensuring that all children have a fair, equal, and significant 
opportunity to obtain a high-quality education. The No Child Left Behind 
Act of 2001 (NCLBA), which reauthorized and amended ESEA, requires 
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